The role of leadership in developing and sustaining teachers’ professional learning by King, Fiona
The role of leadership in developing and
sustaining teachers’ professional learning
Fiona King
Abstract
A prominent feature of education discourse relating to teachers’ practice has been the call for increased emphasis on
professional development (PD). This paper is part of a wider project which explored the impact of a collaborative PD
initiative on teachers’ teaching and learning in five urban disadvantaged schools in Ireland. It focused on the impact of
PD and critically on sustainability from which emerged important issues of leadership. This article focuses on the
specific contribution that leadership made to the sustainability of the practices in the schools. It aims to identify three
key features of how principals contribute to sustaining PD practices.
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Introduction
A large volume of educational research exists relating to
changes in the diversity of our classrooms and the impor-
tance of teacher expertise in facilitating these changes.
Central to this is teacher PD which aims to improve pupil
outcomes (Earley & Porritt, 2010) and support school
improvement (Syed, 2008), although establishing this rela-
tionship is notoriously difficult (Kratochwill et al., 2007).
A particular feature of this research is that there is often a
considerable focus on short-term actions with long-term
impact ignored (Ofsted, 2006: 21; Timperley, 2008). A cru-
cial dimension for long-term school improvement is sus-
taining change and yet very little research exists on
whether schools sustain the use of new practices (Baker
et al., 2004). Schools need help sustaining practices and
while teacher PD has been the focus of the ‘new profession-
alism’ agenda (Guskey, 1996; Slater, 2004; Stevenson,
2010) it has resulted in some teachers viewing PD as con-
forming to departmental or governmental regulations (Neil
& Morgan, 2003) under an umbrella of accountability and
performativity (Purdon, 2004; Ball, 2003) in a new man-
agerialist system (Evans, 2008; Crawford, 2009). Adding
to this is the highly individualistic nature of teaching (Bur-
bank & Kauchak, 2003) resulting in limited access to new
ideas (Hargreaves & Fullan 1992) and little reflective prac-
tice. Hargreaves (1994) has advocated a ‘new professional-
ism’ which promotes teacher collaboration and teacher
involvement in decision-making, problem-solving and
planning PD (Webb, 2007) which in turn fosters teacher
autonomy and ownership in relation to school improvement
(Seed, 2008). Whether this form of distributed leadership
(Dinham et al., 2008) is part of the new managerialism or
represents a more meaningful empowerment of teachers
may depend crucially on the actions of school leaders and
how leadership is exercised in schools.
This paper draws on work which explores issues of PD
and sustainability and which seeks to identify and under-
stand institutional factors that appear to either support or
impede the longer-term sustaining of new practices. Within
the initial findings the issue of school leadership, and how it
is practised, has emerged as a key issue in determining
whether or not new professional practices resulting from
teacher PD are sustained and embedded. This paper pre-
sents this data and seeks to identify the specific role of
school leaders in supporting the longer-term impact of
teacher PD.
This work focuses on a specific initiative undertaken
with a group of schools in the Republic of Ireland. The
PD involved teachers from five urban disadvantaged
schools as categorised by the Social Inclusion Section of
the Department of Education and Skills (DES) using the
DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools)
Banding categorisation. The five schools were selected
from 19 schools that applied to an advertisement in the Irish
National Teachers Organisation (INTO) (teacher union)
magazine inviting schools to participate in a literacy initia-
tive in which they would be supported and funded by the
INTO. Funding provided all materials, the input of a project
facilitator and time off for teachers to attend training. Fur-
ther support was provided in terms of two school visits dur-
ing the ten-week period and access to support via e-mail
and telephone. The initiative focused on pupils in 3rd class
(average age 9) and required a special educational needs
(SEN) teacher and a classroom teacher to work collabora-
tively within the mainstream classroom to facilitate Peer
Tutoring (PT) (Topping, 1988) for literacy for 30 minutes
a day, four days a week, over a ten-week period. PT
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involves pupils reading in mixed ability pairs in the role of
tutor and tutee with the aim of improving their reading accu-
racy and fluency. Findings from the initiative in 2008
appeared to show an overall average improvement of 12.7
months in reading accuracy for pupils (n¼ 116), high levels
of pupils’ enjoyment and teachers’ willingness to sustain the
practices beyond the initial input. This paper is a report of a
‘work in progress’ in terms of findings as to whether these
practices have been sustained in the same five schools and
the crucial role of leadership in this process.
Teachers’ professional learning
In order to relate to teachers’ professional learning it is
important firstly to understand the term professional. One
approach to identifying a claim to being a professional is
to identify occupational groups that have a claim to special-
ist knowledge and have the capacity and trustworthiness to
use it to provide a continually improving service for society
(Forde et al., 2009: 12; O’Sullivan & West-Burnham,
2011). However, this concept of professionalism is increas-
ingly being contested with Kennedy (2007) identifying two
distinct models: democratic professionalism and manage-
rial professionalism. The latter model values effectiveness,
efficiency and compliance with policy while the demo-
cratic perspective values social justice, fairness and equal-
ity (Kennedy, 2007: 99). While the democratic model of
professionalism is espoused in literature the managerial
model which is linked to globalisation is arguably more
dominant in reality (Smyth et al., 2000). This is reflected
in the emergence of a ‘new professionalism’ often defined
in terms of accountability, external targets and performance
management (Bell & Bolam, 2010). One consequence is
that individual teacher and school development needs are
both subjugated to the needs of national strategy with the
potential to promote system uniformity and suffocate inno-
vation and risk-taking (Webb, 2007). The challenge for
teachers is to find the ‘spaces’ within this dominant agenda
and to be professional in the sense that they embrace
national strategies in a critical rather than prescriptive way
as there is no one size that fits all (Bell & Bolam, 2010). In
so doing they are better able to further their own profes-
sional learning in a way that is consonant with their profes-
sional values (Booth, 2003) and context. In addition to
‘space’ teachers need PD, i.e. ‘processes, activities and
experiences that provide opportunities to extend teacher
professional learning’ (NSW Institute of Teachers, 2007:
3). Ironically governments have spent vast amounts of
money on delivering PD and yet little evidence exists on
the impact it has had on improved pupil outcomes. This
relationship is not automatic (Cumming, 2002) with teach-
ers needing support to build their capacity to result in
improved pupil outcomes.
The role of leadership in the
development and sustainability of PD
‘Professional development does not just happen – it has to
be managed and led’ (Earley & Bubb, 2004: 80) or led and
supported (NCCA, 2010). Therefore leadership may vary
from what is termed transactional or transformational with
the former operating on the premise of motivating teachers
to change through extrinsic rewards and the latter focused
on changing attitudes resulting in changes in practice and
development of shared values (Ingram, 1997) or changing
practices resulting in changing attitudes (Guskey, 2002).
This is somewhat reflective of managerial and democratic
professionalism in the way that they manage and lead PD
in comparison to leading and supporting through transfor-
mational leadership.
Within the debates about effective PD it is possible to
argue that a consensus has emerged relating to a number
of central features of such provision. There is, for example,
a recognition that effective PD should be activity focused
with opportunities for application in practice, be
evidence-based and allow for critical reflection (Bell &
Bolam, 2010; O’Sullivan & West-Burnham, 2011) where
teachers have opportunities to learn and reflect together
through collaborative PD (Ainscow et al., 2000). Colla-
borative PD is ‘where there are specific plans to encourage
and enable shared learning and support between at least two
teacher colleagues on a sustained basis’ (Cordingley et al.,
2004: 2). Through the development of collaborative prac-
tices it is argued that teachers can be empowered to change
their practices to enhance pupils’ learning (Friend & Cook,
2000). Leadership plays a pivotal role in fostering colla-
boration between teachers through building collegiality
based on trust and respect (Lugg & Boyd, 1993) where all
parties have equal status and input is highly regarded (Sla-
ter, 2004). In the absence of these features, and where prin-
cipals advocate changes in a managerialist and top-down
approach, a form of ‘contrived collegiality’ (Hargreaves,
1994) may result with a negative impact on the longer-
term sustaining of collaborative practices (Fallon & Bar-
nett, 2009).
However, leadership can help sustain changes through
the ongoing development of cultures of learning (Leonard,
2002; Fullan et al., 2005) where teachers have the opportu-
nity to work with a facilitator on their practice (Guskey,
1991; Bolt, 2007) and get involved in the development of
a professional learning community (PLC) (Kervin, 2007).
PLCs emphasise the importance of collaborative work that
focuses on shared aims in teaching and learning and reflec-
tive professional inquiry (Bolam et al., 2005), resulting in
teachers having more autonomy and ownership in relation
to school improvement (Seed, 2008) through a form of dis-
tributed leadership (Dinham et al., 2008). PLCs are instru-
mental in sustaining change and the literature is replete
with endorsements of their potential for influence (Eaker
et al., 2002; Bolam et al., 2005). Despite this they are not
prevalent in many schools (Harris, 2001). It is accepted that
creating and sustaining such cultures is at best arduous
(Nevin et al., 1993) and at worst dubious (Leonard,
2002), perhaps because they may be predicated on ‘con-
trived collegiality’ in an attempt to conform and meet the
criteria of accountability as laid out, for example, in Whole
School Evaluation or Ofsted inspections. However, they
can be developed through support from leadership for
2 Management in Education 000(00)
teachers to work collaboratively on an initiative which if
successful may act as an impetus for change (Goos et al.,
2007) and lead to the development of other collaborative
practices. In this way collaboration and PLCs are an out-
come of collaborative PD and not something that is
enforced.
‘Organisational capacity which consists of providing
training and ongoing support for teachers is an essential
element in the change process’ (Fullan, 2005) and one
which is also led by the principal. Teachers working in
supportive environments can reach higher stages of devel-
opment (Phillips & Glickman, 1991). Effective leadership
is defined as: talking with teachers and promoting teachers’
professional growth and reflection (Blase´ and Blase´, 1998:
3) through providing time and resources (Neil & Morgan,
2003; Rhodes et al., 2004). A review on the impact of PD
reported findings from 11out of 17 studies highlighting
the need to provide agreed non-contact time to facilitate
collaborative lesson planning for sustained teacher devel-
opment (Cordingley et al., 2003) and time for critical
reflection and consolidation of learning (Neil & Morgan,
2003; Smith, 2007) which makes teachers feel that what
they are doing is valued (Stevenson, 2008). This need for
principals to provide time for collaboration is also reflected
in the results from a longitudinal study which posits that
sustaining change over time requires sustaining deep learn-
ing and knowledge (Bolam et al., 2005) and consolidating
that learning in day-to-day practices (Earley & Porritt,
2010) where teachers’ understanding moves from a proce-
dural level to a conceptual level and their use of new and
improved knowledge and skills is at a refined level where
practices are continually improving to better meet the needs
of learners (Hall & Hord, 2001; Baker et al., 2004). Sus-
taining change also requires having plans for disseminat-
ing findings or sharing effective practices (Goos et al.,
2007) which also requires support from leadership. With-
out such cascading, practices will not be sustained in
schools where the teachers involved in the initial initia-
tive may have moved on or there has been a change in
leadership (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003).
Cordingley et al. (2004: 61) have advocated that all
these elements of sustaining change need to be considered
in designing and evaluating PD given the link between sus-
tainability of practices and effective PD and school
improvement as espoused by the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act 2001 and Desimone (2009). Principals
have a role in this process where they give teachers auton-
omy to balance meeting their own professional needs, their
institutional needs and those of the state (Bell & Bolam,
2010). Desimone (2009) argues the most influential feature
of effective PD is content with teachers looking for prac-
tices that are feasible (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Goos
et al., 2007), suitable for all their pupils and have readily
available materials (Boardman et al., 2005). Intrinsic to the
processes of change and sustaining change are resources
for teachers to ‘think, reflect, negotiate their way, plan, try
out, review, and share ideas and experiences’ (NCCA,
2010: 13). Principals have an important role to play in
meeting teachers’ needs in this regard as teachers who are
experiencing a lack of time for collaboration, funding
issues or a mismatch between the practice and state man-
dates may not sustain such practices.
Methods
A multiple case study approach was used to carry out this
qualitative research to get an overview of teachers’ invol-
vement in the collaborative PD initiative. The sampling
used was the same five schools from the original project
and the three people (principal, classroom teacher, SEN
teacher) within those schools that were originally involved
in the collaborative initiative. However, some of the origi-
nal staff had moved on and, given the flexible nature of
case study research, this allowed for interviews to be car-
ried out with people in those schools who have since
become involved in the practice.
Findings and Discussion
Emergent findings from this wider study on developing and
sustaining teachers’ professional learning highlight three
themes around the centrality of leadership in sustaining
educational change in schools.
Theme one: alignment between teachers’ and
principals’ values
Teacherswere largely responsible for bringing an awareness
of the literacy initiative to the principals. Teachers’ motiva-
tion for getting involved centred on improving literacy
which aligned well with principals’ values in that being a
disadvantaged school results in literacy being of significant
importance.While teachers may have been the driving force
for getting involved in this initiative, their perceptions and
that of principals being aligned resulted in principals opting
their schools into the initiative and thus provided strong sup-
portive preconditions for capacity building for change
(Bjorkman&Olofsson, 2009). Furthermore, two of the prin-
cipalswere thinking long-term and saw this as a ‘vehicle’ for
introducing collaborative practices between class teachers
and SEN teachers in the school. Interestingly none of the
teachers involved cited the collaborative aspect of the initia-
tive as being a reason for opting into it.
Theme two: creating organisational capacity for
change
Principals were instrumental in securing a class teacher and
an SEN teacher willing to work collaboratively on the lit-
eracy practice. It was not mandated in any of the schools
with principals positing that if you ‘mandate it you always
get resistance’. They felt if teachers elected to get involved
and it was successful, it might lead to its sustainability,
changes in attitude and thus real change, an approach akin
to Ingram’s (1997) transformational leadership.
Four out of the five principals personally attended the
in-service day for the collaborative initiative which pro-
vided procedural and conceptual knowledge and research
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findings about PT. Supporting teachers in this way showed
that they valued the initiative (Stevenson, 2008) which is
something teachers highlighted as being important. The
fifth principal asked the literacy coordinator to attend as
she was prepared to support teachers willing to undertake
it. Interestingly, the practice has not been sustained in this
school despite the class teacher wanting to continue it. He
tried it the following year but without an SEN teacher being
timetabled to work with him it was not possible to sustain
it.
Interestingly, another school which has had a change of
leadership has sustained the practice. The new principal
was directly involved in learning about the initiative and
showed conceptual as well as procedural knowledge which
is required for sustaining practices (Baker et al., 2004).
This raises the issue of principals being involved and facil-
itating awareness of practices at conceptual levels for sus-
tainment, a finding reflected by the class teacher who
wanted to sustain it: ‘Because of the fact of the training,
there’s not much understanding for it.’ Teachers need
opportunities to share and reflect together for sustainment.
Following year one a number of leadership practices
around creating organisational capacity for change
appeared to contribute to its sustainability within schools
in subsequent years. All teachers stated that the initiative
required the principal to support it thus providing top-
down support for a bottom-up approach (Darling-
Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995). Principals were happy
to manifest their support as they valued the initiative
largely due to having evidence in terms of pupils’ outcomes
and they saw that it was leading to more collaborative prac-
tices within their schools. This support came in the format
of providing time for teachers to collaborate for planning
(Cordingley et al., 2003), to critically reflect on practices
and to consolidate their learning (Neil & Morgan, 2003;
Smith, 2007). Principals cited difficulties in doing this at
times due to other pressures but made it a priority to help
teachers move from procedural to conceptual levels of
understanding with some facilitating cover for classes to
allow for this time. This non-contact time was given during
school time, one school subsequently moving this to outside
of school hours with the principal stating that teachers now
value it themselves andwant to continue it. Support was also
provided in terms of resources, i.e. any books or folders
needed. Timetablingwas cited by teachers as one areawhere
they needed the support of principals to ensure sustainabil-
ity. The initiative lasts for 10 weeks per year and teachers
need to be timetabled to work together during this time. This
requires planning in advance and principals supporting this
process. Teachers also felt that sustaining practices requires
an advocate or someone assigned to oversee the process each
year and someone to put it on the agenda at staffmeetings. In
each of the four schools where the initiative was sustained a
teacher has voluntarily taken this role upon themselves. As
teachers elected to get involved in the first place they subse-
quently took ownership of the process and brought it to the
principal each year for approval and support.
What is significant about principals creating organisa-
tional capacity for change is that they did so and did not
micromanage the initiative in which they had hugely
invested in terms of time, timetabling and resources. While
principals realised that it would not have developed and
survived without this much needed support it required a
leap of faith in the teachers. This investment in trusting
teachers as professionals was cited as a major contributing
factor in its development and sustainment by teachers in
one school who described their principal as being ‘very
trusting of the learning support team’. Trust is central to risk
taking and innovative practices both of which are crucial for
school development and improvement. Principals trusted
teachers and gave them the autonomy to embark on this ini-
tiative, supported them through developing organisational
capacity and gave them the space to implement it in their
classrooms. One principal argued that ‘people have
strengths and there are people who are better at areas of cur-
riculum than I am and use that, let them off and they do it
very well.’ This enabling style of leadership which gives
teachers a lot of scope to develop things for themselves can
be difficult with the ‘new culture of competitive performa-
tivity’ which means principals have the onerous task of
imparting the culture of accountability while preserving
teacher morale, commitment and identity (Ball, 2003: 219).
Theme three: empowering teachers to create
collaborative learning cultures and PLCs
Teachers’ desire to sustain the practices rested with the pos-
itive impact they were having on their pupils. However, one
challenge was the high rates of staff turnover thus requiring
practices to be extended to other teachers in the school.
‘There needs to be a culture sharing, but there also needs
to be a mechanism to share’, reported one class teacher.
This requires support from principals to facilitate the devel-
opment of cultures of learning (Leonard, 2002; Fullan
et al., 2005) with teachers being encouraged to become
leaders themselves through modelling practices for others
(Goos et al., 2007) and having time to collaboratively plan
and evaluate. This distributed leadership which was
encouraged by principals resulted in teachers taking own-
ership of the practices and developing PLCs focusing on
coordinating such practices with the shared aim of
improving pupils’ outcomes (Bolam et al., 2005). Inter-
estingly principals realised they had ‘to be mindful of
personalities with collaborative practice’ and always
ensure that teachers knew they were under no pressure
to participate. However, through the development of
PLCs and teachers’ enthusiasm for the initiative other
teachers were willing to try it. Also, when principals were
hiring staff they looked for teachers who were willing to
work collaboratively. So over the last three years cascad-
ing of practices within four of the schools has been sig-
nificant with one school now having all their teachers
participating in the initiative. It is also worth noting that
through the development of PLCs teachers did not just
employ a technical approach to this initiative, rather they
challenged it and adapted it accordingly to meet the needs
of their particular classes thus showing evidence of deep
learning which is a prerequisite of sustaining practices
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and school improvement. They showed an awareness that
no one size fits all and that they sustain practices that
work (Boardman et al., 2005) with the support of
leadership.
All principals reported a significant positive impact in
terms of collective outcomes. None of the teachers in these
four schools had previously worked collaboratively within
the same classroom and now ‘the whole issue of teachers
coming into classes has also spread. We have all support
(SEN) teachers going in for maths.’ ‘It is now accepted
practice.’ ‘It’s part of what we do now in literacy.’ Teach-
ers reported feeling ‘more comfortable with collaborative
approaches’ and having learned a lot from each other as
teachers. This mentoring aspect was an unexpected out-
come for teachers but one that they felt was hugely benefi-
cial. Despite not continuing the practice the principal of the
fifth school stated ‘it was very good, it planted a seed’ and
we have ‘shifted enormously in our thinking’. They now
have many collaborative practices in the school but have
not sustained the use of the PT.
Through their enabling and transformational style of
leadership principals encouraged teachers to develop PLCs
to sustain practices. Teachers were delighted to sustain the
practices with the necessary support from principals. Prin-
cipals were happy to support the practices as teachers val-
ued them and they were impacting on school development
and improvement which brings us back to theme number
one: alignment between teachers’ and principals’ values.
Conclusion
It is accepted that the concepts of teacher PD, collaborative
practices and PLCs are complex yet essential components
linking teaching and school improvement. However, they
are often treated as separate entities in the literature with
little research available on the convergence of these con-
cepts in practice. These components did, however, come
together where teachers voluntarily undertook collabora-
tive PD with the aim of improving pupils’ literacy out-
comes. Leadership played a pivotal role in creating the
conditions and culture necessary for developing and sus-
taining teachers’ professional learning through enabling
collaborative PD, i.e. shared learning and support among
teachers on a sustained basis leading to enhanced teacher
expertise and skills (Cordingley et al., 2004). This enabling
form of leadership was responsible for teachers having the
confidence to bring the initiative to the principal initially
which subsequently led to distributed leadership giving
teachers the autonomy to embark on collaborative PD to
meet their professional and individual needs. Leadership
also supported teachers in developing PLCs to sustain their
practices. The implications for leadership from this
research are to develop an enabling or transformational
style which empowers teachers through distributed leader-
ship, based on trust, to participate in PD, collaboration and
PLCs as a means for school improvement. It highlights the
centrality of teachers in the change process towards school
improvement and the significant role of principals in lead-
ing and supporting that change.
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